Mediated interaction plays a significant role in the social life of adolescents in Norway. The purpose of the present article is to examine the qualities of mediated interaction and the integration of mediated and immediate social spheres, suggesting that the ability to juggle between online and offline social spheres has become a characteristic element of social competence in network societies. More specifically, the analysis looks at the use of personal media for maintaining and developing existing social relationships and for extending social networks. Qualitative interviews with 20 Norwegian adolescents constitute the empirical base. The analysis explains how interaction takes on mundane forms, confirming the value of social relationships between in-person meetings. Moreover, it is argued that mediated communication differs from face-to-face communication, not by being less meaningful, but by enabling other forms of disclosing practices. Mediated forms of communication, hence, have an influence on the character of social ties and networks.
Introduction
Countless accounts of digital connections, relationships and networks have been offered during recent years, emphasizing the mundane quality yet increasing importance of social technologies in everyday life (e.g., Boase et al., 2006; Donath and Boyd, 2004; Heim et al., 2007; Herring, 2004; Livingstone and Bober, 2005; McKenna et al., 2002; Torgersen, 2004; Wellman and Haythornthwaite, 2002) . There is consequently reason to assume that personal media, defined as tools for interpersonal communication, play a significant social role in modern societies. The current article presents a qualitative analysis of how 20 adolescent users in Norway experience mediated forms of interaction as highly meaningful, and how their performances have offline social implications. It is tentatively argued that it is important to have the skills to live and practice in mediated as well as immediate arenas, employing different forms of personal media for different purposes, contacts and time of day. Considering the high numbers of adolescent users with access to personal media such as mobile phones, instant messenger (IM) and social network sites, the present study aims to explain why mediated spaces of interaction have become so significant for individual users. What is the attraction?
I first briefly address social interaction in a modern societal context. Thereafter, I introduce a more specific research question, before depicting the methodological procedures used here. The main part of the article concerns mediated social practices: first, by analysing use of personal media for maintaining and developing close social relationships, and second, by analysing how use of personal media may extend social networks. A number of similar studies have been conducted and constitute a crucial context for the analysis. Thus, discussions of relevant literature and prior research are presented in parallel to the empirical analysis of the qualitative interviews conducted for the present study. In the final part of the article, the main findings are summarized and implications for future research are suggested.
Individuals concomitantly switch between ties and networks to serve purposes of socialization and collaboration and to achieve a sense of belonging (Wellman, 2002) . Whereas this initially appears to be similar to Tönnies's gesellschaft, it is suggested that the notion of network societies emphasizes relations of more various types: The individual is the centre of her or his social life, which is characterized by intimate as well as instrumental ties (see also Rasmussen, 2007) .
Often, and perhaps most significantly, social ties are still maintained through faceto-face meetings, yet in many cases, mediated forms of communication emerge as appropriate tools and are able to facilitate highly meaningful practices. In order to understand these processes, it is therefore necessary to consider the interdependent and yet sometimes independent relationships between online and offline forms of communication. It is initially proposed that a well-developed social competence, defined as the ability to function effectively in social contexts (Cavell, 1990) or skilled social behaviour , entails the proficiency to utilize mediated forms of interaction as well as face-to-face communication. The present article consequently aims to answer the following research question: Given that mediated forms of interaction are socially important, how can these be meaningfully applied and integrated into the social lives of individual users? The analysis accordingly also considers in what ways mediated forms of interaction are important.
Method
Surveys and quantitative studies confirm the pervasiveness of mobile phones and computer-mediated forms of interaction among adolescents in countries such as the UK, the US and Norway (Lenhart et al., 2005 : Livingstone, 2005 Statistics Norway, 2005; Torgersen, 2004) . But quantitative surveys are not as useful in analysing the details and nuances of mediated interaction and the ensuing social implications. Therefore a qualitative approach is more appropriate in addressing the present research question. Consequently, the aim is not to statistically generalize the results to Norwegian youth, but to augment comprehensions of the dynamics and characteristics of mediated interaction through analytical generalizations (see also Yin, 1994: 10) .
Data Collection and Analysis
Thirty-two potential informants were contacted based on their online presence in the form of blogs/online diaries or social networking services such as MySpace. Initial contact was made by e-mail, by message-services in social applications such as MySpace or by IM, with information about the research project and an invitation to take part in the study. Twelve girls and eight boys between 15 and 19 years of age agreed to participate and were interviewed between 2004 and 2006. Fifteen informants were from Oslo or from urban and rural areas within 200 kilometres of Oslo. Five interviews were conducted using MSN Messenger 1 . These interviews provided explicit information about the character of interactions in mediated arenas, and the form of these interviews is thus very relevant to the research question posed. The Messenger interviews were conducted with informants in other parts of the country 2 . Face-to-face interviews were conducted where the informants preferred, usually at a café. The informants were promised anonymity and fictional names appear in the article. Two of the interviews were with groups of four and three girls. These girls were among the youngest informants and preferred to be interviewed together with friends. Interview protocols were developed to suit the specific informant, but were in all cases based on the same format, with questions about interplay patterns and use of personal media, as well as more specific questions about the personal and social importance of mediated interaction and online expressions. The interviews lasted between 70 and 130 minutes.
The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. They were then coded and analysed using TAMS Analyzer, an open-source application for qualitative data analysis 3 . As the study is based on qualitative interviews with a limited number of users, all of whom are relatively heavy users of social technologies, I have had the opportunity to explore how highly experienced users perceive the value of mediated forms of interaction. Complex interplay patterns of personal media appear in this study, as the informants use an array of tools such as online diaries/blogs, photo/art-sharing services, IRC and, in certain cases, even "old-fashioned" letters in addition to statistically more common communication devices such as the mobile phone, social profiles/networking sites (e.g. MSN profiles/Window Live Spaces, MySpace and blink.no) 4 , e-mail and IM. The rich experiences of the informants are essential for developing theories of contextualized mediated interaction. There is, moreover, a noticeable benefit of interviewing people with online diaries, blogs or other forms of online presences, where users choose to present themselves and aspects of their lives in specific ways. These impressions of the interviewees have been important prior to and during the interviews, as well as in the analysis of the interviews. The present aim is to increase our knowledge about individual social practices, and the experiences of the informants are employed to develop analytical generalizations about the significance that mediated communication may have. Even if connections between the mediated and immediate spheres of life are strongly emphasized, the present article also focuses on the particularities of mediated forms of interaction. Finally, the socio-economical backgrounds of the informants differ substantially, yet they all have regular access to networked computers, and the analysis does not discuss potential differences between the informants based on their socio-economical backgrounds.
The remaining part of the article is divided into two parts. The first part focuses upon the use of personal media in order to maintain existing social relationships, and the second part explores how mediated interaction initiates new relationships and hence extends social networks.
Maintaining Close Social Relationships through Mediated Interaction
Sonia Livingstone and Magdalena Bober show that communication technologies such as mobile phones, IM and e-mail are important means for sustaining social networks and strengthening already existing friendships among British adolescents (Livingstone and Bober, 2004; Livingstone and Bober, 2005) . Other quantitative studies confirm that the amount of IM use is positively associated with affective and social intimacy, and that IM use encourages face-to-face meetings (Hu et al., 2004) . A survey about user patterns in online communities shows that 30% of the general Internet population in Norway (representative in terms of geographical location, gender and age) visits a community (Norwegian or international) daily or several times a week , though the percentage among younger users is probably significantly higher. Face-to-face communication remains the preferred mode of interaction (Baym and Zhang, 2004) , but mediated communication increases social arenas in time and space. In a large quantitative study of Norwegian youths, the analysis shows a significant decrease in feelings of loneliness between 1992 and 2002. Kristinn Hegna suggests that mobile phones and social technologies partly explain this development (Hegna, 2005: 43) . All of these studies indicate that mediated forms of communication are socially important. However, there is a need to explore how young people employ mediated forms of communication to create meaningful social practices. The following analysis explains how personal media increase the temporal and spatial flexibility of everyday life: The interviewees use mediated forms of communication primarily to sustain meaningful relationships between face-to-face meetings. It is further argued that the specific qualities of mediated communication are valuable for strengthening social relationships. I finally explain how social technologies make different characteristics of ties more explicit.
For young people, everyday life consists of compulsory school activities, family life, social life and practices related to interests and sports. Everyday schedules can be busy: After school, from about two to four or five p.m., Stine (15, Oslo) connects to MSN Messenger (now Windows Live Messenger), occasionally writes in her LiveJournal, reads updates from her friends' LiveJournals, and primarily does her homework. From four or five p.m. she practices ballet. To Stine, the computer is a practical tool for effectively keeping in touch with friends when she does not have time or occasion to meet them face-to-face, and similarly important as a tool for planning offline social meetings when she has time off. Her social life is largely shaped by how she manages to integrate online and offline social practices, enabling her to navigate between school, homework, ballet and friends. She is annoyed by her mum, who thinks it is asocial to spend time in front of the computer: "She thinks it's nerdy to chat on MSN instead of going out to meet somebody for 30 minutes before you have to go back home." Stine's mother expresses mundane concerns that are reflected among scholars who consider that mediated communication represses the significance of face-to-face interactions and represents communication of a lesser quality (e.g., Barney, 2004; Fortunati, 2005; Gergen, 2002) . Mark Poster asserts that the judgement of the computer as asocial is "characteristic of the moralism with which the introduction of information technologies is greeted" (Poster, 2001: 109 ). Poster's point is that the alleged loss of community caused by technologies is a process that began with the book and the liberation of the mind from the co-presence of other bodies. Similarly, personal media facilitate possibilities for social interaction liberated from physical presence. Stine's matter-of-fact appropriation of mediated communication signifies a desire to be social. Accusations of being asocial therefore seem overtly paradoxical.
Use of personal media is similarly primarily socially motivated among all of the informants and personal media are employed to extend social arenas, also among those who are socially outgoing in the first place. Kristoffer (18, Oslo) is, in social network terms, something of a social hub and very easily befriends people: at school, clubs, work assignments, concerts, parties or wherever his actions take him. He explains how personal media are important tools for keeping friendships alive between offline meetings, for example, in the form of sms conversations with people before he goes to bed. Any time and any place represent possible moments of social encounters (Oksman and Turtiainen, 2004) , as technologies of communication are used to construct a connected presence when people are physically distant (Licoppe and Smoreda, 2005: 321) . To other users, mediated social practices are quite essential, simply because distance makes face-to-face meetings rare. Dina (15, Oslo) always keeps her cell phone in close proximity in order to text friends throughout the day. Moreover, there is a special someone for whom she needs to be available: "I panic if I don't have my mobile phone with me. What if Rikard tries to call me!" Personal media are indispensable for their romantic relationship by decreasing the barrier of a geographical distance of 1100 kilometres that separates them. Similarly, Camilla (17, Oslo) experienced how, when a friend moved to England, they revitalized their relationship through frequent e-mailing. Reconstituting idle social relationships is an important part of the attraction of mediated communication, especially as mobility arguably is a characteristic part of modern life. This can be seen, for instance, with young people who regard travelling as a "compulsory" life-shaping experience. Deciding to be an exchange student is easier and more manageable with the prevalence of social technologies. "Where a person lives … is a matter of choice organised primarily in terms of the person's life-planning" (Giddens, 1991: 147) . The commonness of personal media can correspondingly be said to support a modern quasi-nomadic lifestyle.
Because of the specific qualities of mediated communication, offline friendships may evolve further through online communication, regardless of whether distance is an issue. According to Marte (15, Trondheim), IM makes it easier to keep in touch with friends as "some people are more open online", initially indicating that mediated forms of communication are important for users who consider themselves to be shy in faceto-face settings. However, extrovert informants too find mediated meetings appealing for these reasons. In the key article "Computer-Mediated Communication: Impersonal, Interpersonal and Hyperpersonal Interaction", Joseph B. Walther characterizes computermediated communication as hyperpersonal, suggesting that, due to lack of visual cues, communicants put more effort into their mediated presentations of self, and are more liable to idealize their communication partners (Walther, 1996 ; see also Tidwell and Walther, 2002) . Mediated communication may be optimal despite, or more precisely due to, the scarcity of visual cues, as participants control the quantity and quality of personal information available to other participants. Lack of a shared physical presence is also appreciated in communication with offline friends, and illustrates how a successful integration of online and offline forms of interaction can benefit established social ties. Sophia (15, Oslo) : I think it's easier to have serious conversations on MSN than anywhere else, because you don't have to look people in the eyes. Dina (15, Oslo): I think so too. Like, if I'm going to tell somebody about something serious, then I prefer to use, if not MSN [messenger] , then at least, to write it. It's much easier. You can emphasize more strongly how to express something than when you talk, because then you really just have to take it then and there.
Similar views are found in all of the interviews. Nina (16, Oslo) argues that "often you don't want to say something to someone, you just bring it up in MSN and then you're done with it." Trine, a 15-year-old, continues "Or to bring up awkward things on MSN or just confessing there. Because then it will be easier to meet this person." These accounts indicate the interdependence between online and offline forms of communication. Similarly, research shows that users present more courageous selves when social interaction is mediated (Henderson and Gilding, 2004; Lüders, 2007; Oksman and Turtiainen, 2004) , and as a result, levels of intimacy between friends may increase (Henderson and Gilding, 2004; Hu et al., 2004 Reciprocal confessions of thoughts and feelings are essential for the development of close relationships and friendships (Bargh et al., 2002; Brandtzaeg and Stav, 2004; Derlega, 1993; Giddens, 1991; Jamieson, 1998; Laursen, 1996; Mesch and Talmud, 2006) , and practices online appear to have consequences for the further development of existing social relationships. With the absence of physical presence in mediated interactions, communicants put more effort into their presentations of self, and self-revelations are consequentially more controlled. Hence, somewhat paradoxically, mediated presentations of selves are both more managed and more open and honest.
Linnea (18, Oslo): I sometimes prefer to have written conversations with particular people. Because when I meet them, well, the mood isn't quite the same as online. It's more about joking and having fun, but we have a special different connection online. Which doesn't really fit face-to-face. We're really good friends, but it's easier to be personal online.
Therefore, although the informants explicitly claim to prefer face-to-face communication, mediated forms of communication assist in the process of developing close relationships by enhancing intimacy and loyalty. Personal media are important arenas for increasing confidence between friends, as some things are more easily confessed in mediated interactions.
If reciprocal self-disclosure increases trust and confidence among friends, it is analytically pertinent to differentiate between types of friendships. People have (or commonly desire to have) romantic partners, intimate friends, friends, contacts and associates. LiveJournal is a particularly good example of a differentiated system that allows users to create several groups of friends according to types of friendships. LiveJournal users have the option to restrict access to their journal or to designate specific entries for defined friends only. When users update their journals, they can choose which groups will have access to read their entries and give their very closest friends access to their most private entries.
In this way, social technologies make the different characteristics of ties more explicit: friends and contacts are distinguished according to the quality of the specific relationship, or in network-theoretical terms, the strength of the tie. Personal media are important social symbols that indicate social success (Ling, 2004 ), yet there are significant differences concerning how and with whom different personal media are used (Licoppe and Smoreda, 2005) . Motivation to communicate increases with the strength of a social tie, and strongly tied pairs communicate more and use more media to interact (Haythornthwaite, 2002) . With maturing social ties, users may change who "deserve" a place in their most intimate friend group. Similarly, there are correlations between types of media used to support different relationships. While the telephone is particularly important for communication between strongly tied pairs, IM, IRC and blogs do not have the same exclusive and intimate characteristics. First of all, there is an obvious difference in the public reach of conversations: IRC chats are most commonly open for all to participate;
blogs are commonly open for comments from unknown readers; and social profiles, such as MySpace and MSN profiles function as invitations for further contact through, for instance, IM. However, although IM conversations are private, IM precedes the telephone on a scale of intimacy, i.e. the informants find it easier to talk to people they do not know very well in IM rather than on the phone.
Conversation analyst Ian Hutchby provides useful insights into self-repair in talkin-interaction (Hutchby, 2001) , which can help explain a very significant difference between oral and written conversations, and thus why different media appear to be used in different social contexts. As previously noted, with mediated written communication, communicants can revise their expressions before making them public. Henrik (18, Narvik) explains: Henrik says: (00:32:58) I used backspace three times above, and one time on this sentence.
Although, editings of self-expressions are often emphasized as typical of computer-mediated communication, self-repair is equally common in talk. Examples of consecutive efforts to produce sentences "are not necessarily indicators of errors, of getting an utterance wrong, but, among other things, can show speakers designing their utterances so as to be situationally appropriate" (Hutchby, 2001: 74) . Whereas processes of self-repair are visible in talk-in-interaction, they can be kept out of sight in written conversations. Hence, temporal discrepancies between telephone conversations and computer-mediated conversations may explain why the telephone is more indicative of close relationships, as intimate friends are more likely to know how to select oral utterances that are situationally appropriate and also less likely to be worried about the visibility of self-repair in talk. These differences in levels of intimacy will be evident in the next part, where the analysis focuses on the role of personal media in initiating new social ties.
To sum up so far, the analysis suggests that the specific qualities of mediated communication may indeed contribute to strengthening social ties by facilitating meaningful and intimate interpersonal interactions between friends. Yet, it is also apparent that the mediated and immediate spheres of social lives are regarded as interconnected. This partially explains the increasing reliance on mediated forms of communication: They are important because they are integrated parts of the informants' lifeworlds.
Extending Social Networks through Online Encounters
Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim argue that people in post-traditional societies characteristically have a reflexive relation to their social networks (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002) . A concomitant question can be posed: Are personal media used intentionally to get in touch with certain types of people, such as others similar to oneself? The experiences of the informants are mixed and, at first, deliberate and reflexive intentions of finding friends online do not appear to be the main motivation for online interactions. However, as self-presentations are more controlled and based on self-emphasized personal traits, a composed, yet in many cases relatively accurate, image of the self appears online. The informants' experiences suggest that they identify with others when presented personal traits match, and as a result, make the first move to get in touch. Finding similar others can be especially important as adolescence is an important time for self-development, and identification with childhood friends may decrease as friends follow different paths. Changing constellations of friends is natural throughout life, and is often connected to a change in personal social status (Allan, 1989: 61) . Similarly, with changing interests and values in adolescent years, personal media can be effective in extending and changing social networks. For instance, Thomas has found friends with interests and values consonant with his own sense of self: Thomas (17, Nesodden) : I wouldn't know the same people without LJ [LiveJournal] . I guess I would've stayed together with my old friends, who I'm not really good friends with anymore. I wouldn't have as many friends as I have now. Would've been forced to keep the friends I once had.
Thomas has never been short of friends, and his reflections concerning the social value of LiveJournal and other means of computer-mediated communication indicate a rather eclectic view of social networking, in the sense that he apparently picks friends according to how interesting he finds them. Morten (17, Larvik) likewise considers it reasonable to choose friends who are similar to himself, and whose company he enjoys. Possibilities of finding similar others is a recognized advantage of computer-mediated communication , and Anthony Giddens's concept of "pure relationships" in modern societies presents a useful theoretical context: Modern friendships are pure in the sense that they exist for the purpose of the rewards of the relationship (Giddens, 1991) . Relationships that no longer generate sufficient emotional returns can be terminated at will, and according to Thomas and Morten, new similar or interesting others are abundantly available online. Giddens emphasizes that modern urban settings provide ample opportunities for people to search out others with similar interests (Giddens, 1991: 174) . With the development of network media, characteristics of modern urban settings seem to extend into online worlds.
A premise for finding similar others online is that users in fact present a more or less accurate image of themselves. Users interacting with offline friends may very well feel less constrained online, yet they still need to conduct themselves in accordance with how friends usually perceive them. However, the informants emphasize that they prefer to "be themselves" also in interaction with online friends. In many cases, they find it easier to communicate, what Bargh et al. terms a "true self", online (Bargh et al., 2002) . Linnea (18, Oslo) concomitantly argues that she indeed presents an authentic self, yet a self that is clearly edited: … it's all me, but it's small parts of me. Maybe it's the parts I'm more satisfied with that I write more about.
To her readers, Linnea seems remarkably honest about her life and her feelings, and she does not present a picture-perfect image of herself or her life. Still she consciously edits the pieces of her self that she wants to share. Understanding why users feel more in control is vital if we are to understand the appeal of online interactions. Whether interaction takes place through IM or diaries, communicants feel less constrained by their own physical and facial expressions and reactions: "… when you write something, nobody can see what feelings you have and how you react" (Anders 17, Oslo). Anders's experiences are particularly relevant in this context. He feels quiet and shy with people face-to-face, and finds it easer to open up online. Yet his newfound friends from IRC and LiveJournal are regularly converted into offline friends as he rates face-to-face interactions higher. The integration of online and offline realms is hence vital to his sense of well-being. Kristoffer (18, Oslo), on the other hand, is socially outgoing and, as a case seen as distinct from the other informants, confirms the "rich get richer" hypothesis, indicating that socially outgoing individuals get more social benefit from communication media (Kraut et al., 2002) . When compared, Anders's and Kristoffer's experiences prove the complexity of trying to establish definite correlations between certain personality types and the social value of mediated forms of interaction.
Thus far, the discussion has focused on the importance of integrating online and offline social spheres. This is, however, not always possible. The experiences of Kristian and Andreas illustrate how geographical location still is a central aspect of social life, with significant consequences for opportunities to integrate online and offline practices. Kristian comes from a small town on the western coast of Norway, and Andreas lives outside Oslo. Potentials for social interaction are not as good as they would like. Hence the Internet has proved helpful:
Kristian (18) Andreas lives close to Oslo, and, with online friends living in or near Oslo, opportunities to meet face-to-face have been ample. His online acquaintances have frequently become offline friends. The situation for Kristian is different. Due to lack of friends in his hometown, Kristian previously spent a great deal of time online, chatting in IRC channels. When he started upper secondary school in Haugesund, he met people he identified with and soon preferred to be with his new friends rather than online with IRC contacts, indicating that online relationships maintained only through one channel can be ephemeral. The people he knows from IRC live far away, and it has therefore been difficult to arrange face-to-face meetings. Geographical locations hence have great consequences for potentials to integrate online and offline spaces, and in Kristian's case, they remain relatively independent.
The independence between online and offline spaces can, on the other hand, also be experienced as appealing: It is important to understand the allure and perceived safety of getting in touch with strangers because they are strangers. The un-connectedness between oneself and the other is perceived as an asset: Henrik [18, Narvik] Dina has some entries open for users who are not on her friends list, and admits to being more private in her restricted posts. Still, her friends list is not exclusive to offline friends, and strangers may be regarded as safe receivers of confessions. Confiding in strangers is not a phenomenon unique to online interactions (Bargh et al., 2002) . Strangers may be perceived as safe receivers of intimate self-disclosures, as there appear to be no real-life consequences. Regarding online spaces, McKenna et al. suggest that the relative anonymity experienced in online interactions reduces the risks of intimate disclosures, "because one can share one's inner beliefs and emotional reactions with much less fear of disapproval and sanction" (McKenna et al., 2002: 10) .
Online strangers are not regarded as "real" friends, yet, for the informants, mediated interactions, characterized by perceptions of safety and the specific qualities of mediated communication, have regularly resulted in initially weak ties developing into strong ties. Mark Granovetter's definition of the strength of a tie as a "combination of the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services which characterize the tie" (Granovetter, 1973 (Granovetter, : 1361 can be applied to demonstrate how online relationships may develop from weaker to stronger. Marte Marte has a solid companionship with several of her online friends, and some of these ties can be characterized as strong. Incrementally the emotional intensity between online associates increases, trust develops and casual acquaintances become real friends. Weak ties may hence grow strong even when users have never met face-to-face. However, several informants emphasize that interpersonal communicative practices need to be of a certain private quality in order to qualify as characterizing interaction between friends: Like most of the other informants, Jon differentiates between forms of mediated communication and perceives face-to-face communication to be of a special character. Strong feelings may develop between online acquaintances, and the strength of the tie is reflected in the usage of communication media. Romances are especially interesting, as they imply that romantic feelings are sometimes initiated through mediated interactions. Dina's (15, Oslo) relationship to her boyfriend advanced from reciprocal reading and commenting in online diaries, to more exclusive and private means of communication such as IM and telephone conversations. Their relationship grew stronger with increasing contact, and they identified themselves as boyfriend and girlfriend after seven months of correspondence. Another seven months of intense mediated interaction went by before they finally met face-to-face. Although profound emotions had already developed, the "realness" of the first face-to-face meeting boosted their relationship to the next level.
This insistent preference for face-to-face interaction emphasizes the special atmosphere between individuals who share a spatial and temporal presence. Erving Goffman's work on context-dependent face-to-face performances (Goffman, [1959] 1990) may partially explain why face-to-face meetings are persistently prioritized as more authentic, and has been revised to fit both electronically mass mediated forms of interaction (Meyrowitz, 1986) and mediated forms of interpersonal interaction (Ellison et al., 2006; Kendall, 2002; Markham, 1998; Papacharissi, 2002; Sveningsson, 2001) . According to Goffman, we take on specific characters to please our current audience. In everyday social situations, we are deliberately conscious of matching our presentations of self to expectations of the roles we embody. Yet in face-to-face performances, we cannot control all of the expressions given off (e.g. drifting eyes, blushing cheeks or other presumably unintentional cues). Possibilities for impression management are better (although far from total) in mediated interactions. The relative shortage of involuntary expressions given off in online encounters means communicators are unlikely to fully trust someone they have not met face-to-face (Kendall, 2002: 157) , and face-to-face meetings are hence a logical next step when social ties between communicants have grown stronger. In interactions with distant others, the mind fills in the missing visual and expressive parts, but in the end communicants become anxious to compare their constructed impressions of the other with the immediate representation. Phenomenologically, we experience the world "in terms of differing degrees of closeness and remoteness, both spatially and temporally" (Berger and Luckmann, 1967: 22) . Edward T. Hall's work on proxemics sheds further light on the significance of spatial closeness and remoteness (Hall, [1966 (Hall, [ ] 1969 . Hall distinguishes between four spatial zones characterized by different ranges of interpersonal distance: the intimate, the personal, the social and the public. The distances of the zones are culturally dependent, but the pattern is the same: The voluntarily selected gap between people indicates the closeness of the relationship. Consequently, space can be said to be an essential aspect of personal relationships. In-person meetings are therefore experienced differently from mediated meetings, because there is little sense of spatial intimacy or remoteness in mediated interactions.
To sum up, it appears that when the informants meet strangers online, comfort derives from the perceived independence between online and offline spheres. In the process of getting to know significant others online, an urge to connect the two spheres appears to develop, turning online and offline arenas into interdependent spheres. As the analysis has demonstrated, with reciprocal self-disclosure initial strangers become friends and weak ties grow strong. Mediated communication encourages the desire to meet face-to-face and, although several informants perceive their online contacts as "real friends", taking relationships from mediated to immediate arenas serves as a proof of authenticity.
Conclusion and Implications for Future Research
Personal media are pragmatically and un-dramatically incorporated into the everyday lives of the informants. The specific qualities of mediated communication appear to encourage reciprocal self-disclosure, but this is not an automatic or un-reflexive action. Mediated self-disclosure strengthens already strong offline ties, and initial strangers sometimes become close friends through repeated mediated meetings and incremental increases in mutual confidence. Throughout the analysis, I emphasize the importance of integrating online and offline interactions in everyday life in meaningful ways, and I suggest that the ability to do so might be an important indicator of social well-being. For the informants, mediated spheres of interaction represent important social contexts, and skilled social behaviour (indicating social competence) includes the ability to make the most of mediated as well as immediate social spaces. This appears to be the case for shy as well as for extrovert informants, suggesting that a life consisting merely of mediated meetings is considered to be unappealing. The urge to bring meaningful online relationships to offline realms is evident, and face-to-face contact is still the preferred mode of interaction. It is nonetheless interesting to explore how the insistent preference for face-to-face interaction among users (as seen in the present study) is actually mirrored in time spent with friends face-to-face. Complex and extensive social networks may necessitate that social ties be maintained partly, or in many cases, mainly through mediated interaction. Yet the fact that face-to-face interaction is emphasized to such a degree as "better" and more "authentic" by users suggests that there may still be social stigmas connected to the exaggerated use of computer-mediated communication (e.g. owing to insufficient skills in integrating online and offline forms of interaction).
Importantly, the above analysis suggests that the qualities of mediated communication differ from face-to-face communication, not by being less meaningful, but by enabling other forms of disclosing practices. The informants' mediated interpersonal performances greatly influence the character of their social ties and networks. Because mediated and immediate arenas are intertwined, the social implications appear to be highly significant and "real". Consequently, it is tempting to question whether individuals, especially adolescents, who do not take part in mediated interactions (who for example regard mediated forms of communication to be of a lesser quality) miss out on meaningful social practices. It may seem to be important to explore the possible stigmas attached to young people who, for some reason, do not take part in mediated social arenas. Clearly, given that the present study does not include adolescents who choose to refrain from mediated spaces, this is presented merely as a provocative reflection, suggesting a potentially important area for future research.
Notes

